I n December 2014, President Barack Obama announced that the United
States and Cuba would work to normalize relations after decades o f hos tility. In his announcement, the President cited the intervention o f Pope Francis in helping to move the two nations toward reconciliation.1 Mr. Obama later told the National Prayer Breakfast that "I 've been touched by [Pope Francis's] call to relieve suffering, and to show justice and mercy and compassion to the most vulnerable."2 These warm tributes stand in contrast to other actions o f the Obama Administration, including efforts to force EWTN, the Little Sisters o f the Poor, and other Catholic organiza tions to provide contraceptive coverage for their employees.
How could President Obama praise the Holy Father's moral witness one day, but on another take Catholic faithful to court in an attempt to force them to violate their consciences? The answer is that a convoluted relationship between this President and the Pope is not unique. It is not the first time that the Holy Father has spoken truth to POTUS (President O f The United States), only to have the President listen selectively.
For much o f American history, presidential relations with the papacy were distant and formal. All o f this changed, however, when Pope St. John Paul II became a "pilgrim Pope" who travelled the world to visit his flock. The travels o f John Paul II made him an international figure. Not surpris ingly, the Holy Father's international role as a teacher and messenger o f the Gospel brought him into closer contact with Am erica's President.
The President o f the United States is a world leader backed by enor mous economic and military resources. In contrast, the papacy has few o f the traditional sources o f international political influence. His status as spiritual leader o f the w orld's Catholics gives him an enormous flock, but not necessarily influence on the world stage. It is the Holy Father's role as 3) The role o f personal relations and presidential goals: John Paul developed a close relationship only with Ronald Reagan. The other Presi dents saw the Pope as someone different and less valuable as an ally. Presi dential goals may align with the Pope's message, but that will not always be the case. Since Reagan, only Barack Obama has relied on the Pope to be an ally on a specific issue, and then that alliance was at odds with other differences between Barack Obama and the Catholic Church.
Presidents are political animals; they come to office in pursuit of po litical and policy goals. Popes, however politically astute they may be, are spiritual leaders. The mission of the Pope is to be the Vicar of Christ and to speak the truth, although Presidents do not always want to hear what the Pope has to say.
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